The recent revival of interest in Scottish Romanticism has returned to the question of the particularities of national public spheres in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and to the role of religion in the construction of these public spheres.
2 in the period. This work has initiated a reconsideration of religion's role and effect on literary writing. 3 There are critical benefits to be gained from this kind of effort, as has been illustrated in scholarship on Hazlitt, for example, which has demonstrated the value of developing new readings of canonical texts within unexpected religious contexts. 4 But the sidelining of theological concerns by several generations of critics of Scottish literature now means that this effort to reconsider the role and effect of religion on literary writing must precede the recovery of a properly historicised reading of the national canon. 5 There existed a series of complex relationships between religion and Scottish Romantic writing. But this national particularity did not limit the readership of these texts:
some of those Scottish Romantic writers who engaged most seriously with theological ideas generated an international audience, sometimes of extraordinary proportions. And yet so much of their work has been forgotten. 6 This essay will consider the relationship between Scottish
Romanticism and evangelicalism by tracing the popularity and critical eclipse of Robert Pollok's epic poem, The Course of Time (1827). What is certain is that it was during this period ( 43 The notice pointed both to the content of the poem and to its categories of reception, its sublimity and beauty, but also to Blackwood's advertising nous:
it could be hard work to continue to sell an edition that had been published just months before its author's death and for which the press had already advanced £2,500.
Blackwood was not to be disappointed. But not all early readers were equally enthusiastic about The Course of Time. The earliest review of the poem in The London Literary Gazette lamented that news of the author's death could not change the 'modified praise' which the poem warranted. 47 The poem was given a fuller but more exacting notice in The North American Review (1829), in which its reviewer admitted that he opened the volume with 'no prepossessions. We had never heard the author's name, until we saw an American edition of his work announced. We have since learned that he was a Scottish clergyman, of obscure birth and a feeble frame; that he wrote this poem while at the university, and never distinguished himself by any other production; and finally that he died prematurely at the age of twenty-eight.' If the biographical account was fair, the evaluation of the poem was biting: 'The recollection of these facts should go to soften the severity of criticism, where, under other circumstances, severity would be just. Were the author living, we might reproach him with indiscretion and too much haste to be known. However noble the design, we might reasonably complain of the execution, which might have been greatly improved by retouching and revision.' But now, admitting that 'Providence has interposed' in the author's death, and perhaps realising the sympathy which Pollok's death might solicit, the reviewer drew the inevitable comparisons with
Milton and was 'induced to believe that a high place' would be assigned to Pollok 'among the gifted sons of song.' emprise, and voyaged the illimitable Deep. His spirit expanded its wings, and in a holy pride felt them to be broad, as they hovered over the dark abyss. The "Course of Time," for so young a man, was a vast achievement. The book he loved best was the Bible, and his style is often scriptural. Of our poets, he had studied, we believe, but Milton, Young, and Byron. He had much to learn in composition; and, had he lived, he would have looked almost with humiliation on much that is at present eulogized by his devoted admirers. But the soul of poetry is there, though often dimly developed, and many passages there are, and long ones too, that heave, and hurry, and glow along in a divine enthusiasm.
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Of course, Christopher North's panegyric itself advanced on the basis of allusion, with its implicit comparison of Pollok, whose 'spirit expanded its wings, and in a holy pride felt them to be broad, as they hovered over the dark abyss,' to the Spirit of Paradise Lost, who 'from the first / Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread / Dove-like satst brooding on the vast Abyss / And mad'st it pregnant,' though the reference to Pollok's 'high and adventurous emprise' perhaps better suited the project of Milton's Satan. 50 The uncertain significance of North's allusions paralleled the ambivalence of other critics. The introduction to a Philadelphia edition of the poem (1849) admitted that 'what the decision of the professed literary critics will be is yet uncertain ... but it will not surprise us, if this Poem shall be assailed with a storm of severest criticism.' 51 After all, the introduction admitted, the poem had 'many faults,' 52 and the inevitable comparison to Milton could only be unfavourable. 53 And it continued to be unfavourable when Thomas McNicoll devoted a substantial chapter to 'Milton and Pollok' in his Essays on English Literature (1861).
54
The ambivalence of the reviewers found its way into the public reputation of the poem. 
III
This elision of cultural memory can be explained, at least in part. The critical evacuation of religion from the study of Scottish Romanticism has developed in parallel with the evolution of a body of historical scholarship which has downplayed religious variety in the period. Recent work on the rise of evangelicalism has not always paid close attention to geographical variations within the evolving movement. Thus, the work of David W. Bebbington, which has done so much to call attention to the importance of evangelicalism as a social and intellectual phenomenon, has described evangelical religious attitudes in general terms in this period as being dominated by a heightened supernaturalism and an overpowering pessimism as to the future of humanity, a pessimism driven by apprehension as to the impact of political radicalism. Bebbington has argued that this strongly 
